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awakened in the course of her domestically caging life
and seeks her own individuality.  The novel encompasses
breadth of vision, dignity of individuality, and an all-
encompassing vision of freedom.  One of the most
important themes that Chopin evidently wants to
present is Edna’s awakened love for a man.  
Her quest for love for a charming man named Robert
Lebrun, who spends the summer with her on Grand Isle,
Louisiana, is awakened.  Robert and Edna are so friendly
that they enjoy talking about themselves and going to
the beach on Grand Isle together.  In the course of their
shared time, their relationship becomes more intimate
as Chopin depicts “Robert and Mrs. Pontellier, sitting
idle, exchanging occasional words, glances or smiles
which indicated a certain advanced stage of intimacy
and camaraderie” ( “good fellowship” ; Chopin 28).
During this period, Adèle Ratignolle, who is viewed as a
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Artists tend to insist on going ahead of the times,
being far from conventional conservatism.  It is likely
that innovative writers are censured and suppressed by
the dominant culture, for they violate not only cultural
stereotypes but also social expectations.  Kate Chopin,
the author of The Awakening, was one of those writers
who were far ahead of their times, and she was
condemned throughout the U.S.A. though she had
established her literary reputation as a regional writer
before its publication in 1899.  The novel was
unrecognized for a long period because it was regarded
as scandalous by much of the society; however, it has
been accepted because of its aesthetic authenticity since
the American feminist literary movement in the 1960s
elevated its literary status over half a century after
publication.  Chopin creates Edna Pontellier, the heroine
of the story, as a married woman who is spiritually
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faultless Madonna, realizes that Edna will have to go
against conventionality and confront social troubles if
her relationship with Robert is continued.  So Adèle asks
Robert to let Edna alone, saying to him, “She [Edna] is
not one of us.  She is not like us.  She might make the
unfortunate blunder of taking you seriously” (Chopin 38).
Adèle and Robert are conventional Creole who obey
social customs.  However, Edna is a woman who seeks
her own freedom, even if her way interferes with social
expectations and conventionality.  Therefore, Adèle
warns Robert not to be close to Edna.  Yet his response
counters Adèle’s opinion and warning.  He shows Adèle
his hope to have Edna, saying, “I hope Mrs. Pontellier
does take me seriously.  I hope she has discernment
enough to find in me something” (Chopin 38).  Moreover,
after their argument, he says to Adèle, “there is no
earthly possibility of Mrs. Pontellier ever taking me
seriously.  You should have warned me against taking
myself seriously” (Chopin 39).  This statement suggests
that his friendship with her has turned to love.
Next, Edna begins to love Robert, although she does
not recognize her awakening love.  She suddenly sends
the little Negro servant girl for him in the morning,
wanting to go to the Chênière with him.  Her sudden
intention in going to the island with him is whimsical
but assertive:
The little negro girl who worked Madame
Lebrun’s sewing-machine was sweeping the
galleries with long, absent-minded strokes of the
broom.  Edna sent her up into the house to
awaken Robert.
“Tell him I am going to the Chênière. The boat
is ready; tell him to hurry.”
He had soon joined her.  She had never sent for
him before.  She had never asked for him.  She
had never seemed to want him before.  (Chopin
51)
When the boat is sailing across the bay to the Chênière,
Robert suggests going to Grand Terre the next day.
This excites her: “She gazed away toward Grand Terre
and thought she would like to be alone there with
Robert, in the sun, listening to the ocean’s roar and
watching the slimy lizard writhe in and out among the
ruins of the old fort”  (Chopin 53).  She imagines herself
and Robert in Grand Terre, sharing the same time with
him.  It is at this scene that her love for him begins to be
awakened, although Chopin does not depict the turning
point explicitly in the story plot.
Then, Robert’s first departure for Mexico makes
Edna realize that she truly loves him.  After they arrive
at the Chênière, she sleeps long and soundly.  When
Edna is awakened late in the afternoon, she considers
that her husband, Mr. Pontellier, will be uneasy.  And
she insists that she will go home because she thinks that
the sun will have set in two hours.  She is concerned
about Léonce even when she is with Robert.  Edna’s
statement hurts and irritates Robert because he wants
to stay with her, so he says, “Well, let it [the sun] go;
who cares!” (Chopin 57).  Her dependence on Mr.
Pontellier embarrasses Robert because Edna is not free
from Mr. Pontellier.  As Toth, a literary critic, wrote in
1990, “Robert views her as her husband’s possession”
(331).  Since she does not know that Robert is uneasy
about her concern about Léonce’s response to her,
Robert just sings a song that begins with “Ah!  Si tu
savais” (“Ah!  If you knew”; Chopin 59) and ends with “si
tu savais” (Chopin 59).  He sings the song for her as his
last love message.  He seriously loves her; this causes
his voice to be in harmony with his true feeling as
Chopin depicts: “Robert’s voice was not pretentious.  It
was musical and true” (Chopin 60).  In other words, this
refrain is his last message in which he expresses his
love for her; however, she does not realize how much he
loves her because she takes his presence for granted.
Since Robert cannot endure her ignorance of his love, he
is determined to flee to Mexico where he plans his
foreign venture to forget her.  Some time has passed
since he sang the song.  One day she unexpectedly
learns from several persons that he intends to leave
Grand Isle for Mexico that very evening.  She is
disappointed with the news of his sudden departure,
which forces her to have “a blank picture of
bewilderment” (Chopin 60).  Learning of Robert’s
surprise departure is awkward enough for her; she
wonders why he has to leave Grand Isle quickly.
Because he does not disclose his motive, she cannot help
being confused by his determination.  Edna and Robert
are not satisfied with each other and are in an ill-humor.
Therefore, she asks Robert to write a letter to her:
“Don’t part from me in an ill-humor,” she said.
“But can’t you understand?  I’ve grown used to
seeing you, to having you with me all the time,
and your action seems unfriendly, even unkind.
You don’t even offer an excuse for it.  Why, I was
planning to be together, thinking of how pleasant
it would be to see you in the city next winter.”
“So was I,” he blurted.  “Perhaps that’s the─”
He stood up suddenly and held out his hand.
Edna Pontellier’s Most Essential Self in The Awakening 81
“Good-by, my dear Mrs. Pontellier; good-by.  You
won’t --- I hope you won’t completely forget me.”
She clung to his hand, striving to detain him.
“Write to me when you get there, won’t you,
Robert?”  She entreated.
“I will, thank you.  Good-by.”  (Chopin 64)
Edna begins to realize her awakened love for Robert
after his departure.  First, she is jealous of his mother
Madame Lebrun.  Although he promises to write Edna a
letter, he does not.  Instead, he writes to his mother.
Five days after his departure for Mexico, Edna visits
Madame Lebrun, who shows her Robert’s childhood
pictures.  Madame Lebrun tells Edna that she has
received a letter from him before he had left New
Orleans.  Feeling that she is losing a part of her life
because of Robert’s surprising departure, Edna wants to
read it.  However, it does not have any messages to Edna
except for a postscript saying that Madame Lebrun
should let Edna borrow a certain book if she wants to
read it.  Understanding that this letter is not for her but
for his mother, Edna has “a pang of jealousy” (Chopin 66)
toward Madame Lebrun.  Secondly, when Léonce asks
Edna how she feels without Robert, she frankly admits,
“It’s very dull without him” (Chopin 66).  Thirdly, when
Reisz meets Edna on the way to the beach in Grand Isle
and asks if Edna does not miss him, she says to
Mademoiselle Reisz, “of course, I miss Robert” (Chopin
67).  More important, Edna always thinks of Robert, and
she can never forget him.  Although Chopin does not
describe Edna’s love for him explicitly at this point, she
psychologically depicts Edna’s longing for him:
As Edna walked along the street, she was
thinking of Robert.  She was still under the spell
of her infatuation.  She had tried to forget him,
realizing the inutility of remembering.  But the
thought of him was like an obsession, ever
pressing itself upon her.  It was not that she
dwelt upon details of their acquaintance, or
recalled in any special or peculiar way his
personality; it was his being, his existence, which
dominated her thought, fading sometimes as if it
would melt into the mist of the forgotten, reviving
again with an intensity which filled her with an
incomprehensible longing.  (Chopin 74)
During Edna’s visits to Reisz, she recognizes her love for
Robert.  When Edna happens to know that Reisz has
received a letter from him, Edna insists on reading it.
Reisz refuses Edna’s request at first because the letter is
written to Reisz, “If Mrs. Pontellier should call upon you,
play for her that Impromptu of Chopin’s, my favorite”
(Chopin 83).  However, Reisz finally agrees to Edna’s
persistence to read the letter because Reisz understands
that Robert loves Edna and that Edna’s love is not
capricious but true.  Reading the letter and listening to
Chopin’s “Impromptu” played by Reisz, Edna recalls the
time when she and Robert enjoyed themselves together.
When Edna visits Reisz a second time, Edna plainly
admits her true love for Robert.  Because of his second
letter to Reisz, Edna comes to know that he will come
back to New Orleans soon, although they do not know
when.  This anticipation excites and delights Edna.  She
finally realizes and admits that she loves him when Reisz
asks. Robert’s departure initiates Edna’s love, and she
finally realizes during his long absence that she truly
loves him.
Edna’s quest for love eventually becomes a search in
vain, and thus causes her tragic suicide.  Although
Robert flees to Mexico once to give up his illicit love for
her, he cannot help but return to New Orleans to see
her.  Consciously or unconsciously, he has a wild dream
that he will set her free from Mr. Pontellier.  However,
he is a traditional Creole in many ways, so he dislikes
breaking out of social conventionality.  He has a dilemma
over his true but illicit love for her.  He finally decides to
flee somewhere he will never see her again, then he
writes a farewell note saying,  “I love you.  Good-bye ---
because I love you” (Chopin 134).  Being denied love by a
man important to her, she cannot help despairing and
concluding that there is no exit but suicide.  The
conclusion of The Awakening has remained
controversial among modern critics, but the immediate
cause of her suicide is evidently the failure of her quest
for love with Robert.  
Throughout Edna’s spiritual struggle toward self-
fulfillment in her life, her love for Robert, which is the
most essential self-fulfillment that she wants to have, is
awakened after his first denial of her.  His second denial
of her immediately causes her ultimate depression, and
she walks into the ocean alone, hopelessly, for she has
no solution for her loss of love.  Death is the only escape
that she is able to imagine.  
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